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Introduction

Armed conflict and violence affect women psycho-
logically, socially and almost always economically. Sup-
port programs, however, often address these dimensions
separately: women attend skills trainings to improve their
economic situation and counseling sessions to deal with
their traumas. Consequently, women are often unable to
convert their skills into income or to improve their psy-
chosocial situation. This paper presents the findings of a
guided self-evaluation by a Palestinian non-governmen-
tal organization (NGO) in 2004, which both highlighted
the insufficiencies of this fragmented approach and de-
veloped solutions to better serve the organization’s pro-
gram participants.

The NGO and its Socio-Political Context

The NGO was founded in the mid-1990s to pro-
vide psychosocial assistance to Palestinian women in the
Gaza Strip who had been political prisoners. This target
group soon expanded to include victims of domestic vio-
lence and women in difficult economic circumstances.
Its primary objective is to promote participants’ empow-
erment and improve their ability to protect themselves
from further hardships.

The NGO works within a difficult and complex
socio-political environment. Despite the Israeli army’s
withdrawal from Gaza in September 2005, Israel contin-
ues to control all vital aspects of development and, above
all, the movement of people and goods across its bot-
ders. With the systematic de-development of Palestinian
territories over the last 38 years,! no viable economy ex-
ists in Gaza and its people depend on handouts and ex-
ternal assistance. According to the NGO’s staff, a day’s
meal for many participants may simply consist of “bread
and if they have money they may buy some tomatoes.”

Decades of military occupation and high unemploy-
ment levels among men have deeply affected gender dy-
namics in Palestinian society. While during the first insifada,

or civil uprising, against Israel (1987-1993) Palestinian
women participated in political activities and openly dis-
cussed gender issues, women disappeatred from the po-
litical arena and public space during the second zntifada
(2000-2005) due to increasing militarization and growing
conservatism in Palestinian society. On the other hand,
the region’s economic decline forces many women to leave
their homes in search of income opportunities; often,
these women replace male relatives as their family’s pri-
mary provider. Women’s larger economic role, however,
does not necessarily result in their achieving greater ne-
gotiating power. In recent years, women’s lives have be-
come increasingly restricted in the name of family honor.
Moreover, women’s organizations report an increase in
domestic violence, reflecting the bitter determination of
many men struggling with daily experiences of emascu-
lation, devaluation and defeat under occupation to de-
fend their honor where they still can. Although the Is-
raeli occupation did not create Palestinian society’s patri-
archal family structure, the humiliation of its continuous
restrictions on daily life has reinforced rigid social and
political values. Thus, according to the NGO’s staff,
women find themselves torn between their loyalty to so-
cial ideals of masculinity and femininity and their desire
to explore the expanded opportunities that come with
their role as breadwinners.’

Therefore, each initiative to support women’s em-
powerment in Gaza must not only confront political au-
thorities’ lack of will to protect women’s rights but also
women’s ambivalence toward their own autonomy.

Women’s Empowerment

The NGO aims to empower women who live in dif-
ficult circumstances and are subject to violence. For these
women to recover from traumatic and highly
disempowering experiences caused by socio-political pro-
cesses, they must gain the power to control their per-
sonal situation and to address and reduce social injustice.
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Empowerment has several dimensions. It relates to
the “power from within,” meaning the self-acceptance
and self-respect that come from understanding one’s past
and present situation and recognizing how one’s inter-
ests are related to those of other people. Power from
within is also connected to the perception of oneself as
being entitled and able to make necessary changes.*

Closely connected to power from within is “power
with,” which is based on the realization that individuals
are not alone but part of a group with similar experi-
ences working together toward change. Finally, “power
over” relates to power relations that must be transformed
to bring “people who are outside the decision-making
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process into it.”> Empowerment thus goes beyond in-
creasing the personal strength of individuals to generat-
ing real participation in socio-political processes to bring
about change in existing power relations.®

Women’s empowerment is more likely to be achieved
if the extent of their disempowerment is first under-
stood and acknowledged: “People who have undergone
great suffering have certain resources that help them
survive and be resilient. However, in order to mobilize
people’s strengths it is important to not deny their weak-
nesses.”” Only if women are helped to face their feelings
of vulnerability and despair, and their losses and adverse
life changes, can they develop and make better use of
their own resources.

The Guided Self-Evaluation

David Becker, a psychologist, and 1 guided the
NGO?s six-month-long self-evaluation, which was de-
signed to be qualitative and participatory. Over the course
of two visits, we discussed with staff members the psy-
chosocial situations of the organization’s participants and
the staff members themselves, as well as the
organization’s strengths, weaknesses and potential for
future growth. Between visits, Becker and I wrote de-
tailed reports on the staff’s reflections and suggestions,
which were then sent to them for review and discussion.
During a third visit, the staff provided feedback on our
reports as well as new insights, all of which led to the
formulation of our final recommendations.®

Taking into consideration the understanding of em-
powerment described above, we asked the staff the fol-
lowing questions:

e To what extent is individual empowerment possible
in a context characterized by a history of occupa-
tion, a devastating economic situation and an increas-
ingly restrictive social environment for women?
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e How can empowerment work be organized under
such conditions?

Fragmented Support

The NGO’s empowerment work focused on help-
ing women strengthen their power from within, gain self-
confidence, expand their personal space and improve
their economic situations. Because domestic violence is
a taboo subject in Palestinian society and mental illness
is stigmatized, the NGO offered women an acceptable
entry point in the program by providing vocational train-
ing in sewing, knitting, pottery and beauty care. In addi-
tion, psychologists counseled the women, legal experts
helped them with their divorces or child custody battles
and social workers visited them at home to help them
manage difficult family relationships.

Because women’s lives are strongly shaped by the
socio-political conditions in which they live, individual
therapy and counseling as a means to recovery seemed
somewhat limited. The staff thus engaged in activities
designed to raise community awareness of the impact
of violence on women and made efforts to sensitize
health workers, police and lawmakers. However, these
activities were unsystematic and, while the staff clearly
understood the importance of publicly addressing so-
cial problems that affect women on a personal level, it
appeared that they felt more secure when working in
the private sphere.

The NGO’ income generation program most
cleatly revealed the limitations of its empowerment ap-
proach. At the time of the guided self-evaluation, very
few vocational training participants were able to make a
living after completing their courses. The staff defended
training the participants in gender-stereotyped skills on
the grounds that the skills were connected to the female
experience and allowed women to work from home as,
for example, tailors or cosmeticians. They further ar-
gued that such traditional, domestic arrangements were
more readily accepted by women’s relatives, thereby
making it easier for participants to engage in income-
generating activities. Still, the staff remained ambivalent
toward the vocational training, alternating between con-
sidering it to be a serious means of equipping women
for the marketplace and regarding it as occupational
therapy with little value in an overwhelmingly adverse
economic environment.

Clearly, an NGO that lacks the means to signifi-
cantly influence a society’s political and economic frame-
work can extend only limited support to individuals. In
a region where even seasoned professionals experience

difficulty in finding work, the type or quality of skills



training courses is not the most important nor the only
factor for success or failure in generating income. A case
study presented by the staff illustrates that it is equally
important to consider how a woman is able to cope with
her social and emotional situation and how support
measures respond to her personal disempowerment.

For 35-year-old Abeet,’ the NGO’ programs did
not sufficiently respond to her personal needs. Abeer’s
parents died when she was very young, so she had no
family to protect her from her abusive husband or help
care for her four children. Abeer excelled in the NGO’s
knitting training and, at the end of the course, she wanted
to buy a knitting machine. She did not, however, have
enough confidence to apply for a loan. Therefore, her
personal situation did not change.

To effectively assist Abeer, the staff needed to ad-
dress her ambivalence toward her husband, which was
shaped by her experience both as an orphan and as an
abused wife who had come to believe that she had no
right to receive help."” Abeer also needed practical assis-
tance in overcoming the obstacles to starting a small
business in Gaza. However, since the staff did not per-
form a comprehensive disempowerment analysis they
had no clear vision of the help that Abeer required.
Moreover, the different support measures available to
Abeer were cartied out in parallel: the psychologists coun-
seled her, the trainers taught her vocational skills, and
neither exchanged notes on her case. Consequently, the
trainers with whom Abeer spent most of her time were
unaware of how they could help facilitate her empower-
ment. The psychologists, likewise, were oblivious to
Abeer’s practical difficulties.

Linking the Program Fragments

As a result of the self-evaluation, the NGO rede-
signed its programs to more effectively assist the par-
ticipants. Therapy sessions, which had been exclusively
individual, now include group work while the economic
empowerment work, which previously had a generalized
approach, now centers more on individual needs. Ef-
forts to influence the social conditions of women have
become more focused.!!

To strengthen the women’s “power from within”
and “power with,” the staff started to gather participants
together for group meetings. With support from a psy-
chologist and a social worker, the women reflect on their
situations, their fears and their hope for change. Based
on a careful analysis of each participant’s economic needs
and assets, as well as the nature of her social relation-
ships and emotional problems, the facilitators and par-
ticipants jointly develop individual empowerment plans.

As a result, not all women receive skills training from
the NGO; instead, through referrals, they may attend
courses at other institutions or work with specialized
organizations to create business plans and apply for
loans. However, regardless of their individual empow-
erment plans, all women meet as a group at least once a
week throughout the year they spend with the NGO.
These meetings provide a space where women build
trustful relationships and experience the power that
comes from sharing and building solidarity.

Rana’s story provides a good example of the new
approach’s success in helping women. Coming from a
very poor family, Rana lacked the confidence to imag-
ine how she could make money. Her brother raised birds
but did not want to include her in his business, so she
searched for an alternative way to earn an income. Dur-
ing Rana’s time with the NGO, however, she realized
that breeding birds was not only her expertise but also
something she enjoyed doing, Through group discus-
sions and individual counseling sessions, she gained a
better understanding of her wishes and capacities and
overcame her insecurity and fears. Finally, Rana gath-
ered the strength to confront her brother: he could ei-
ther agree to a business partnership or face her as a
competitor. He accepted her as a partner. The staff
helped Rana apply for a loan and supported her in dis-
cussions with family and community members who were
initially unprepared to accept her as a businesswoman.

The new approach also affected staff members’
roles. Formerly autonomous professional groups now
cooperate closely with one another and status-conscious
staff members have learned to move beyond hierarchi-
cal communication.!? Moreover, team members have
worked to overcome fears that previously confined them
to the NGO compound and prevented them from mak-
ing more serious public efforts to influence women’s
political and social conditions. Decades of living under
occupation and an increasingly restrictive patriarchal
regime had convinced them that it was neither safe nor
worthwhile to attempt to influence the larger commu-
nity and to take on a public role.

Vocational trainers best demonstrate the benefits
of overcoming such fears. Instead of hiding behind
sewing machines, they now venture out into the com-
munity to support participants in their individual deal-
ings with neighbors or organizations and to raise public
awareness of women’s rights issues, such as the nega-
tive impact of eatrly marriage. Initially, these trainers
argued vehemently that such public action would im-
pair their honor and, in any case, be a futile endeavor.
Once they dared to try, however, they realized that they
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enjoyed expanding their boundaries. Their positive ex-
petiences enhanced their pride and self-confidence. To-
day, the trainers are the NGO’s most enthusiastic advo-
cates of community work.

The staff also identified key issues in the
disempowerment of women to be discussed with com-
munity groups and in schools. Advocacy efforts, which
were previously few and far between, have evolved into
a campaign with other organizations to change the le-
gal framework to better protect women from domestic
violence.

Conclusion

Psychosocial programs for women whose history
is marked by experiences of powerlessness and hope-
lessness must focus on helping them gain control over
their lives. Effective empowerment requires that psy-
chosocial programs view each woman as an individual,
consider her personal history and provide options to
improve her economic, social and psychological well-
being. Only when a woman’s specific situation is undes-
stood can opportunities and adequate support measures
be identified for an individual empowerment plan." Such
an approach requires close cooperation across profes-
sional and organizational boundaries—psychosocial ex-
perts must be aware of clients’ economic realities while
skills trainers must understand their emotional makeup.
Experience in Gaza and in other parts of the world
shows that it is possible to combine measures for in-
come generation with psychosocial support within a
single project or by linking two or more organizations
with different specializations."

The NGO’s implementation of this approach posi-
tively affected the lives of its participants. The fact that
the staff now treats participants as individuals with spe-
cific needs and capacities has helped the women gain a
better understanding of their own desires and strength-
ened the women’s ability to defend themselves amid criti-
cism or doubt from family members and the wider com-
munity. Thanks to the increased confidence and skills
gained from their association with the NGO, more
women are able to make money at the end of the one-
year program than before.

However, it is important to note that only a few
women earn enough to fully extricate their families from
poverty. This should not be taken as a statement on the
NGO’s psychosocial approach but rather on the situa-
tion in Gaza where, amid ongoing military occupation
and systematic de-development, women continue to
struggle with spiraling poverty and increasing social and
moral restrictions imposed by men wishing to defend
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their besieged masculinity. While there is no question
that these women need individual treatment and sup-
port, their suffering must be understood as a reaction to
the political and socio-economic conditions in which
they live. Therefore, psychosocial interventions should
also aim to alleviate suffering by denouncing the politi-
cal and socio-economic conditions that breed violence
against women and by publicly discussing the need to
expand notions of femininity and masculinity. Without
such action, even the most sincere empowerment ef-
forts will be frustrated.
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ENDNOTES

1 Roy, 1995; Roy, 2005.

2 After Palestinians elected a Hamas-led government in January 20006,
the Israeli government withheld tax revenues and blocked goods
from entering and leaving Palestinian territories. Similarly, the Eu-
ropean Union and U.S. suspended aid to the Palestinian Authority.
World Bank, 2006; Pan, 2006; “Isracli General: Sanctions Won’t
Topple Hamas,” The Washington Post, May 24, 2006. Cutting this as-
sistance has only exacerbated the region’s dire economic situation.
Before the election, 44 percent of the population lacked the basic
requirements for survival despite external assistance. Now, as a re-
sult of Israeli, European and American actions, the World Bank
estimates that poverty levels will rise to 67 percent in the occupied
territories. OCHA, 2005; World Bank, 2005: 6.

3 A full discussion of the change in family structure and perception
of gender roles as a result of occupation, political resistance and
intensification of conservative Islam is not possible in the context
of this article. However, a huge body of literature exists. See Fronk
et al., 1999; Johnson and Kuttab, 2001; and Shehada, 2005.

4 Rowlands, 1997.
5 1Ibid.: 13.

6 See Rodenberg and Wichterich, 1999 for a comprehensive discus-
sion of different dimensions in empowerment work with women in
development projects.
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Becker and Weyermann, 2006: Sheet 2.

Although our approach was time and resource intensive, it allowed
evaluation participants to develop deeper insight into their
organization’s work and to actively influence the evaluation’s out-
come. This approach is especially appropriate when dealing with
psychosocial issues because the required information is of a quali-
tative nature shaped by the psychological perceptions of program-
mers and participants. In Gaza, for example, where the evaluation
took place amid political instability and direct threats (e.g., Israeli
incursions and demolition of houses in the local community), we
had to provide staff with an opportunity to talk about their fear
and insecurity before they could effectively think about their hopes
for future developments in the organization.

All names have been changed.

The complex social and psychological reasons for why women find
it impossible or at least very difficult to leave their violent hus-
bands have been discussed extensively. See Chang, 1996; Loring,
1994; and Anderson et al., 1991.

Program participants are selected in two stages. Initially, commu-
nity workers refer a woman who suffers from domestic violence
to the NGO. The woman then discusses her problems with a psy-
chologist or social worker at the NGO to assess whether they can
help her improve her situation. If the woman and the NGO staff
agree that the NGO can be of support, she joins the program.

Strong hierarchies and status consciousness are not only a prob-
lem for the staff in Gaza. In countries as diverse as Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Nepal, I have witnessed how a lack of commu-
nication between different professional groups and hierarchy lev-
els create obstacles to the interdisciplinary approach required by
psychosocial work. See Weyermann, 2003.

See Becker and Weyermann, 2006: Sheet 5a for empowerment
analysis tool. This tool helps develop individual empowerment
plans and contains key questions that clarify the extent of frag-
mentation for an individual and her family as well as in her com-
munity/society. The tool assists in formulating empowerment
objectives and facilitates setting priorities between different types
of support activities. An important purpose of the tool is to show
what links are necessary between interventions at the individual
and community level to improve a woman’s psychosocial situa-
tion.

For other models of linking individuals’ psychological, social and
economic development, see Higson-Smith, 2002 or Kodis Con-
sult, 2003.
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